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Established Theories of Child Development

PIAGET”S THEORY

Swiss biologist and psychologist Jean Piaget (1896-1980) is renowned for constructing a highly influential model of child development and learning. 

Piaget's theory is based on the idea that the developing child builds cognitive structures--in other words, mental "maps," schemes, or networked concepts for understanding and responding to physical experiences within his or her environment. Piaget further attested that a child's cognitive structure increases in sophistication with development, moving from a few innate reflexes such as crying and sucking to highly complex mental activities.

Piaget's theory identifies four developmental stages and the processes by which children progress through them. The four stages are:

(i)The Sensorimotor stage (birth – 2 yrs old)

During the sensor-motor stage, the child learns to coordinate its sensory input with its motor actions. At the start of the stage the child’s behaviour is largely reflexive, but toward the end it is increasingly symbolic. The key development of this stage is object permanence, which develops when the child recognizes that objects continue to exist even when they are out of sight.

(ii) The Pre-operational stage (ages 2-7)

Children’s thought in the pre-operational stage is increasingly symbolic, yet they are, as yet, unable to conserve. In other words, they are not aware that the physical properties of an object remain the same despite changes in its appearance. This, Piaget thought, was due to the child’s reliance on perceptual based rather than logical reasoning. They display various ‘curiosities’ in their thinking, for example, egocentrism (the inability to take another’s perspective), irreversibility (the inability to envisage reversing an action) and animism (an inability to tell animate from inanimate objects)

(iii) The Concrete Operational stage (ages 7-11)

Children start to conceptualise, creating logical structures that explain his or her physical experiences. Abstract problem solving is also possible at this stage.

(iv) The Formal Operational stage (beginning at ages 11-15)

Children in the formal operational stage tend to reason in a more abstract, systematic logical and reflective way. They are more likely to plan their activities carefully, using logic to reason out the possible consequences of each action before carrying it out.

Maturation versus interaction

Piaget believed that a child developed as a result of two different influences, maturation, and interaction with the environment. The child develops mental structure (schemata) which enables him/her to solve problems in the environment. Adaption is brought about by the processes of assimilation (solving new experiences using existing schemata) and accommodation (changing existing schemata in order to solve new experiences). The importance of this view point is that the child is seen as an active participant in its own development, rather than a passive recipient of either biological influences (maturation) or environmental stimulation.

Since Piaget’s original claims about the nature and timing of intellectual development, a number of researchers have provided evidence which undermines any of the central propositions of the theory. 

Conservation

Using the infamous ‘naughty teddy’, MCGarrigle and Donaldson (1974) were able to show that children as young as 4 years old were able to conserve when the transformation (the change in conditions in a conservation experiment that is normally brought about by the experimenter) is accidental. This finding emphasizes the context of investigation. Moore and Fry (1986) repeated the ‘naughty teddy’ experiment on the conservation of number, but with 2 conditions. The first condition was the same as that of MCGarrigle and Donaldson in that it had only a few counters in each row. The other condition had lost in each row. After naughty teddy’s ‘accidental’ transformation of the rows, children were able to conserve in the few counters condition (as in the Piaget experiment). Moore and Fry claimed that in these experiments, the children are distracted by naughty teddy, so need to count the counters to make a decision. This is relatively easy in the former condition (so they get it right) but harder in the latter condition, so they resort to reporting the way they look, judging the longer row as containing more (which Is what Piaget originally claimed).

Egocentricity

Using the ‘tree mountains’ experiment Piaget demonstrated that children below the age of 7 could not take the view point of another person. How ever. Hughes (1976) constructed an alternative test of egocentricity involving a policeman doll and a naughty boy doll which could be placed anywhere in the four quadrants made by two intersecting walls of the dolls house. Most of Hughes’ subjects between the ages of 3-5 could successfully place the naughty boy doll where he could not be seen by the policeman, thus demonstrating the ability to decentre. Donaldson (1978) explains this finding by saying that this experiment drew on the familiar game of hide and seek, therefore children were able to understand the problem that Hughes placed before them. Piaget’s three mountains experiment was less familiar to his subject’s, therefore they were less likely to provide the right answer.

Criticisms of Piaget’s theory

According to many critics, Piaget underestimated young children’s abilities. Some researchers have found evidence of object performance earlier than claimed by Piaget (Harris, 1983), and earlier decentrism (Bullock, 1985).

Flavell (1982) criticized the concept of stages. People often display simultaneous patterns of thinking that are characteristic of different stages. This mixing of stages poses problems for a theory that relies on development being organized into discrete stages. Bandura, 1965 claims that the steps in intellectual development are not discrete but that development is a steady progression. 

Ausubel (1980) suggested that Piaget excluded the role of verbal instruction in bringing about transition between stages. In this sense, Piaget’s theory is seen as ‘anti-educational’ in that it describes a sequence of events not readily alterable by education training.

Piaget has frequently been criticized for his use of clinical method. The method’s sensitivity (children’s replies to initial questions determine the line of questioning taken by the experimenter) is seen as detracting from its ability to fulfil the need for standardised procedures.

BRUNER’S THEORY

Bruner claimed that children develop three distinct ways of internally representing the world. Bruner proposed a model of development from enactive representation (thinking based on physical actions) to iconic representation (thinking based on the use of mental images) to symbolic representation (the representation of the environment through language).

The development of symbolic representation increases the flexibility of thought, allowing the individual to both represent and manipulate reality.  Children were asked to rearrange a previously viewed arrangement of glasses. Symbolic thinkers were able to complete the task correctly, whereas iconic thinkers could not.

Bruner claimed that different cultures tend to produce different modes of thought because of the difference in the ‘tools’ they use. He argued that Western cultures are highly symbolic and linguistic, whereas some other cultures are more ionic, relying on images rather than words. Lamb (1986) suggested that this fact could explain why some rural African children cannot do conservation tasks, even though they were extremely used to handling objects and liquids.

Similarities
Both theories agree on the fact that children are biologically organized to understand the world, their cognitive structures maturing over time. They are seen as curious, explorative, and capable of adapting to the world through interaction (Gross, 1987).

Differences
Piaget uses a stage sequence of development. Bruner defines development in terms of three modes of representing the world. Piaget does not emphasise the role of language but stresses personal activity. Language is a mere tool to be used in the course of operational thinking. However, evidence from Bruner et al. (1966) showed that training in the use of symbols speeds up cognitive development. Bruner stresses that cognitive growth is significantly influenced by culture, family and education. For Piaget, these are of secondary importance to the influences of maturation and the child’s own experimentation with the environment.

VYGOTSKY’S THEORY

Vygotsky emphasized the role of the social environment in the cognitive development of the child. Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky rejected an individualistic view of the development of the child. Vygotsky believed that children born with basic perceptual, attentional and memory abilities. These develop throughout the first two years of life as a result of direct contact with the environment. As children develop mental representation, particularly the skill of language, they start to communicate with themselves in much the same way as they would communicate with others.

In Piaget’s theory, this egocentric speech gradually disappears as children develop truly social speech, in which they monitor and adapt what they say to others. Vygotsky disagreed with this view, arguing that as language helps children to think about and control their behaviour, it is an important foundation for complex cognitive skills. As children get older, this self-directed speech becomes silent speech, referring to the inner dialogues that we have with ourselves as we plan and carry out activities. 

Research evidence (e.g. Berk,1992) has tended to support Vygotsky’s claims for the importance of this inner speech. Children seem to use this type of speech more when tasks are difficult or when they are unclear about their next moves. There is also evidence (Behrend et al. 1992) that those children who displayed the characteristic whispering and lip movements associated with private speech (as it came to be called) when faced with a difficult task, were generally more attentive and successful than their ‘quieter’ classmates.

Vygotsky believed that his private speech developed as a result of shared dialogues with adults and peers. If children can accomplish difficult tasks with the help of these skilled others, then these dialogues become internalized within their private speech and are used in the future to guide their own efforts in similar tasks. Vygotsky was rather vague about the nature of these social dialogues, although it is generally believed that they have two important features. The first is inter-subjectivity, where two individuals who might have different understandings of a task, arrive at a shared understanding by adjusting to the perspective of the other. The second feature is referred to as scaffolding. Adults may begin an interaction by direct instruction, but as children’s mastery of a task increases, so the adult tends to withdraw their own contributions in recognition of the child’s success.
A further aspect of Vygotsky’s theory that continues to carry validity in our current understanding is what he referred to as the “Zone of Proximal Development”. Vygotsky argued that it was possible to discern a difference between what a child could achieve under their own initiative and what they could achieve through the beneficial interaction of a knowledgeable adult or more knowledgeable peer. This relates to the process of scaffolding as mentioned above.
APPLICATIONS TO EDUCATION

Piaget
1. Piaget is concerned solely with the development of thought as opposed to comprehension. Much of what he says about development lacks real relevance for what happens in the classroom.

2. Piaget places a great deal of emphasis on endogenous motivation (maturation) thus ignoring the active role of education.

3. Piaget denies the role of education in accelerating cognitive development from one stage to another. Kuhn (1979) discovered that acceleration was possible using the optimal mismatch method.

Bruner
Bruner is best known in the field of education for his contributions to the idea of learning by discovery. This method is characterized by a belief in (among others) the following principles:

1. all real knowledge is self-discovering.

2. problem-solving ability is the primary goal of education.

3. discovery organizes learning effectively for later use.

4. discovery is a unique generator of motivation and self confidence.

Evaluation of Bruner’s view on discovery learning 

Critics of discovery learning (e.g. Ausubel, 1980) make the following claims:

1. most of the articles cited in support of discovery learning consist mainly of theoretical discussion and assertion rather than actual research evidence.

2. most of the reasonably well controlled studies report negative findings.

3. most studies that report positive findings either fail to control their significant variables or employ questionable techniques of statistical analysis.

Vygotsky

Vygotsky’s approach to cognitive development is exemplified in two different approaches to collaborative learning.

1. Reciprocal teaching

In this technique, a collaborative learning group is formed, comprising a teacher and a small number of pupils. Typically these groups have been used to improve reading comprehension. Group members take turns at being a dialogue leader, leading the group through four stages of dialogue. They begin by asking questions about the content then summarizing the material in the passage. Group members then clarify ambiguous or unfair content, and finally the dialogue leader encourages other group members to predict what will happen next in the passage. Reciprocal teachings seen as forming a zone of proximal development, that is a range of tasks that an individual child cannot accomplish on their own. But can accomplish with the help of others.

2. Co-operative Learning

This process, which emphasizes the role of knowledgeable peers rather than adults in collaborative groups, has much in common with ideas proposed by Piaget. 
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